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ABOUT THE FUNDER 

REDF is a high-impact, hands-on, venture philanthropy and intermediary organization. They 
work with a portfolio of carefully selected nonprofits, providing funding and business assistance to 
support early stage social enterprises that intentionally employ people most disconnected from the 
workforce. Over the past decade, REDF-supported social enterprises have employed more than 
5,000 people overcoming histories of incarceration, addiction, mental illness, homelessness, chronic 
poverty and joblessness. REDF builds bridges between for-profit businesses, nonprofits, socially- 
focused capital markets, and government agencies to create more durable job opportunities and 
entry points to the workforce and proactively shares their insights and lessons through publications 
and practice tools. 
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EVIDENCE SCAN OF WORK EXPERIENCE PROGRAMS 



A. Summary and Key Findings 

This study, being conducted through the Center for Improving Research Evidence (CIRE) at 
Mathematica Policy Research for the venture philanthropy organization REDF, presents the 
evidence on the effectiveness of interventions that include work experience as a strategy to improve 
employment outcomes for populations with barriers to employment. 1 The study reviewed 26 years 
of rigorous research for studies of effectiveness, gathering information from 27 evaluations that are 
listed briefly in Appendix A and described in detail in Appendix B. 

Key Findings: 

• For adults, the strongest evidence was for both paid and unpaid work models with 
programs lasting up to 6 months or a year. There is moderate evidence for impacts on 
outcomes other than employment, such as criminal recidivism, as well as for access to 
on-the-job training. 

• The evidence on work experience programs for youth is mixed; while some studies 
showed strong impacts, others did not. 

• For youth, linking occupational learning with paid or unpaid work experience 
placements can have a positive impact on employment, earnings and academic 
outcomes. 

• All youth programs that demonstrated strong impacts incorporated some level of 
academic and vocational training, job search and placement assistance, and other 
supports into the program model. 

• Limited evidence is available on long-term impacts. More research to capture long-term 
effects on the employment and well-being of individuals and families would help inform 
further investment in work experience-based programs. 

• Strength and consistency of implementation is an important consideration, as are local 
factors; several studies found impacts at some sites and not others. 

• Most studies did not attempt to isolate the impact of work experience versus other 
components. The interventions studied included both work experience and other 
components such as counseling, job search assistance, or training. 



! The author acknowledges helpful comments from Jill Berk, Sheena McConnell, and Debbie Reed at Mathematica 
and from Anna Martin at REDF. 



1 



Evidence Scan of Work Experience Programs 



Mathematica Policy Research 



• Studies indicate particular effectiveness of employment programs for women. These 
include studies of women on welfare as well as studies that compare the impacts for 
women to the impacts for men from the same intervention. 



B. Background 

Work experiences provide participants with an opportunity to practice being in a work 
environment and applying general or specific skills relevant to holding a job that may help them 
eventually find independent and unsubsidized employment. We define work experience as a 
temporary, paid or unpaid job activity that occurs on site at an employer or simulates the workplace. 
We include on-the-job training (OJT) in this definition, which is often a trial period for an actual job 
and may or may not include a commitment from the employer to hire the trainee. Work experiences 
may provide hourly wages or stipends but can also be a condition of eligibility for public assistance 
such as cash benefits under state and federal welfare programs. Employers may share some of the 
cost of the wages for the participant, or they may be fully subsidized by the program sponsors. Work 
experience participants may receive training, counseling, financial and non-financial work supports, 
and other services in addition to their work experience. Depending on how they are designed, work 
experiences are referred to by different names, as follows: 

• Transitional or subsidised jobs refer to paid, short-term work assignments that are usually 
accompanied by counseling and other supportive services. Work crew experiences are 
similar to transitional jobs but involve groups of work experience participants working 
together. 

• OJT involves job-specific training in a particular vocation while at the worksite, and can 
be an opportunity for an employer to test out an employee before hiring him or her 
permanently. 

• Internships and job shadowing are typically unpaid opportunities to learn more about a job 
by working alongside more experienced employees. 

• Work-based learning opportunities incorporate occupational training with hands-on projects 
or job-specific tasks. 

Program models that incorporate work experience do so based on the reasoning that one of the 
best ways to prepare for a job is to work. Short-term work experiences also give program staff an 
opportunity to address barriers to employment before a client enters the workforce independently. 



2 



